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Abstract 
This paper seeks to problematize the historical significance of the EU for British governing strategy 
with reference to immigration policy and the concept of depoliticisation. Situating British 
governing strategy in terms of the crisis-prone nature of capitalist society, this paper argues that 
British immigration policy has been depoliticised through, initially, the invocation of globalisation 
and, more recently, the EU. Through this strategy, the British state has been able to repeatedly 
claim that immigration policy is largely out of its hands, as they have no control over workers 
wishing to enter Britain looking for work. This paper makes three claims: firstly, immigration policy 
has been used as a means by both Conservative and Labour governments to manage inflation and 
labour; secondly, successive governments have sought to depoliticise immigration policy through 
reference to external forces; thirdly, this strategy of depoliticisation ultimately failed, politicising 
Britain’s relationship with the EU and creating conditions for Britain’s exit from the EU. 
 




Over the past few years, as part of an increasingly pronounced trend in the aftermath of the 2008 
global crisis, the issues of ‘migrants’ and migration have been brought onto the public and 
governmental agenda throughout Europe. In almost all cases, racist, nationalist and xenophobic 
discourses about migrants have been mobilized. These discourses have legitimised a set of 
corresponding policies as a solution to the so-called ‘crisis’ of migration and refugees. They have 
contributed to shifting blame and responsibility away from governments for the consequences of 
their austerity policies and preventing a progressive form of politicisation of substantive issues such 
as deepening social inequalities and insecurities, welfare and unemployment. 
 The goal of this paper is to contextualize the British EU referendum result in 2016 in terms 
of British immigration policy from a historical materialist perspective. We treat immigration policy 
as a key tool in the management of the British economy and, particularly, the availability of labour2. 
We argue that the consequences – both material and ideological – of British immigration policy 
were instrumental in politicizing Britain’s membership of the EU. While there is now a burgeoning 
literature on the EU Referendum result (Moore and Ramsay, 2017; Gamble, 2018; Favell, 2019; 
Dorling and Tomlinson, 2019), which assesses the role of multiple underlying factors and potential 
ramifications, we are interested in specifically investigating the ways in which immigration has 
been brought onto centrestage of mainstream politics in this process (Dennison and Geddes, 2018). 
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A historical materialist approach requires us to venture beyond the surface controversies of 
realpolitik in a particular national political setting (in this instance that of the UK) and investigate 
the underlying and potentially invisible yet global structural and social processes in a historical 
fashion (Probsting, 2015).   
 Therefore we seek to position British immigration policy within the historical development 
of three features of contemporary society: firstly, the development of employment and 
unemployment; secondly, the consolidation of the modern territorial state form; thirdly, the 
sundering of social life into separate political and economic spheres. This first section therefore 
provides the basis for understanding the modern phenomena of cross-border economic migration 
(Apostolova, 2016), the national political fallout from this process, and the capacity of the state to 
depoliticize these consequences3. The paper takes the view that depoliticisation derives from an 
attempt by governing authorities to insulate themselves from the political consequences of 
economic policies and conditions, which is itself made possible by an ideological conceit that 
justifies a crisis-prone and contradictory society.  
Starting with this historical overview is crucial in three respects: Firstly, cross-border 
migration existed prior to capitalism and occurred with various motivations and objectives at 
varying scales but it should not be treated as a trans-historical phenomenon. We are particularly 
interested in the historically specific form of migration under capitalism. Secondly, delineating this 
historically specific form is crucial in order to provide a solid materialist foundation of the 
relationship between migration and capitalism and the constitutive role of labour as their common 
and interlinking dimension (Mezzadra and Nielsen, 2013; Apostolova, 2017). Lastly it enables us to 
position the contemporary developments such as Brexit and changing policies and perceptions 
towards migration within longer term historical trends in order to avoid exceptionalist assessments 
essentialising and reifying these developments as though solely belonging to the context of 
contemporary British politics (Benson and Lewis, 2019: 1-2, 5).  
Scholars of depoliticisation have thus far largely focused on economic policy-making as the 
most common strategic tool in impressing this discipline on social relations.4 However, we argue 
that depoliticisation can also be enforced on other policy fronts by state managers. The main focus 
of this article is the uses and abuses of immigration policy as it is incorporated into overarching 
governing strategy. Migration could also be politicised in multiple diverse forms by social classes 
and political actors within and beyond the governing strategies of state managers. The space for 
such politicisation(s) may be opened up in relation to and as a consequence of depoliticized 
governing strategies themselves (Burnham, 2014; Donmez, 2014) or their eventual failure as 
observed in the British experience. Depending on the dynamics of class struggle, configuration of 
class forces and social movements, these forms can be reactionary, that is seemingly anti-
neoliberal yet pro-capitalist, or progressive and anti-capitalist (Donmez, 2019). The focus on these 
politicisation(s) necessarily conceives migration, understood broadly as the movement of people 
across borders, to be integral to capitalist social relations and the territorial state form, as a 
contested political issue at the centre of class struggle.  
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Therefore migration, in this framing, can be politicized or depoliticized as a subject of social 
and political contestation to either reify or expose and challenge the existing state of affairs. When 
migrants are targeted and blamed as the cause of all economic troubles in public debate and to 
justify further austerity policies that are implemented in tandem, their effect on broader social 
relations becomes depoliticizing despite the fact that migration attracts more and more public, 
media and governmental attention. In turn, we argue the actions, discourses and policies that 
produce these outcomes ultimately contribute to and enforce depoliticizing governing strategies. 
The analysis proposed in the following sections therefore is in line with a relational understanding 
of depoliticising and politicising forms of management as co-existing in governing strategies of 
capitalist states rather than following one another in strictly demarcated sequences (Burnham, 
2017: 366). 
The paper continues by offering a historical account of British political economy and the 
role immigration has played in British political life and economic policy. While the British state 
adopted a more open immigration policy in the years immediately following the Second World 
War, immigration became a highly politicised issue during a period of discretionary policy-making. 
This politicisation led to a stricter immigration policy, thereby diminishing the autonomy of state 
managers to act, thus contributing to the broader inability of governing authorities to address 
Britain’s persistent economic problems. However, from the mid-1990s, British state managers 
deliberately operated an open immigration policy as part of a governing strategy that aimed to 
encourage competitiveness, productivity, and growth while containing inflation in the British 
economy. The political fallout from this policy, rather than being directed at the state, were initially 
depoliticised by New Labour’s invocation of globalization and the logic of no alternative.  
 The paper then considers how New Labour’s depoliticisation of immigration was not 
indefinitely sustained. With the Coalition government of 2010, this depoliticizing move changed 
form and the European Union increasingly became an external entity blamed for rising levels of 
immigration (Flinders and Buller, 2006). However, this too failed. The reactionary re-politicization 
of immigration was, we argue, one of the major factors in the calling and ultimate result of the 
referendum, facilitating the entrance of new nationalist actors into the mainstream political scene 
and substantially diminishing the government’s autonomy to manage the British economy.  
 
Work in Capitalist Society 
Prior to capitalist society, the phenomenon of what is now termed unemployment was very 
different. The so-called ‘labour market’ was not constituted by workers seeking to sell their labour 
to the owners of the means of production. Rather, direct producers were tied, usually by birth, to 
landowners to whom they owed their livelihoods in all manner of productive activities and 
accordingly relinquished rent to their landlords in the form of labour, money, or goods (Dyer 
2002:35; Brenner 1976:31; Postan 1975:82; Anderson 1974:44). Movement from one trade to 
another was extremely rare. Movement from one landlord to another was not a question of a 
worker’s choice in a so-called labour market but, rather, workers were compelled to work for their 
lord (Hilton 1992:14; Sweezy 1992: 37-39). To mirror Marx’s (1996 [1867]:179) characterization of 
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the capitalist worker, the feudal worker was doubly unfree: labour was not a commodity she had in 
her power to sell and she was tied by necessity of subsistence and social ties to a particular overlord 
(see also Marx [1858] 1993:87; Anderson 1974:19-34; Burnham 2014:190-191). 
 In the European feudal system, therefore, unemployment still existed but not in the same 
form that we understand the term today. However, under capitalism unemployment becomes a 
constitutive part and predominant feature of social relations. A striking feature of capitalism is the 
separation of the worker from his means of subsistence, forcing the worker to seek employment 
(Denning 2010:80; Marx & Engels 1975 [1844]:283; Marx 1996 [1867]:706). This is not a 
phenomenon that occurred solely in capitalism’s infancy but is an ongoing and permanent feature 
of our society (Bonefeld 2011:380; Luxemburg 2003 [1913]:345-346; Mezzadra and Neilsen, 
2013:36-7). Federici (2004:75) emphasizes the violent and repressive character of the process of 
workers’ separation from the means of their production, thus qualifying the so-called 
‘emancipation’ and ‘liberation’ of workers in the transition to capitalism:  
 
‘It was not the workers – male or female – who were liberated by land privatization. 
What was “liberated” was capital as the land was now "free” to function as a means of 
accumulation and exploitation, rather than as a means of subsistence. Liberated were 
the landlords, who now could unload onto the workers most of the cost of their 
reproduction, giving them access to some means of subsistence only when directly 
employed.’ 
 
The transformation of human beings from serfs to workers was not simply a change of 
category for capitalist society. The owners of the means of production, while still expropriating the 
fruits of the worker’s labour upon its purchase in the market, were now required to pay the worker 
a wage. With labour-power a commodity in the sphere of circulation, it now had a price that 
appeared to represent the value of worker’s labour. Exploitation of and surplus value extraction 
from the worker was confined to the invisible sphere of production. Extending the working day and 
pushing the physical limits of the worker’s capacity to work, and increasing the productivity of 
labour through investing in machinery, technology and reducing the contribution of living labour 
in production are the two strategies employed by capitalists to facilitate ever-expanding capital 
accumulation (Marx, 1996 [1867]: Parts 3-5). The two modes of surplus extraction also demonstrate 
the market’s limits as these strategies culminate in the irresolvable tendency towards 
overaccumulation and overproduction (Clarke, 1994: 281-2). The imposition of market discipline 
upon both capital and labour is then undertaken by state managers (Clarke, 1988: 128, 131). These 
limits appear as a tendency to escape the rule of the market through competition between 
individual capitalists but also between workers (both in and out of work) in the quest for 
employment and, therefore, subsistence (ibid.).  
 
‘Capitalist production can by no means content itself with the quantity of disposable 
labour power which the natural increase of population yields. It requires for its free play 
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an industrial reserve army independent of these natural limits…During times of crisis 
and stagnation, the industrial reserve army maintains the active labour army’s 
gratitude for merely being in work: ‘relative surplus population is therefore the pivot 
upon which the law of demand and supply of labour works’(Marx 1996 [1867]:629-633). 
 
Capitalist society then rests upon the availability, flexibility and heterogeneity of workers, 
whose perpetually precarious position enables their exploitation, the extraction of surplus value 
and the growth of the capitalist economy. Therefore, we conceive the phenomenon of migration 
and migrant and refugee populations through the lens of Marx’s conceptualization of the reserve 
army of labour and relative surplus populations (Apostolova, 2015; 2016; De Genova, 2016: 135-6; 
Rajaram, 2016; 2018; Merrill, 2011). Indeed, within Marx’s account of capitalist accumulation is 
embedded a foundation for understanding labour migration taking into account the global nature 
of capitalist social relations and transcending a purely national approach (Miles 1956:78; Pradella & 
Cillo 2015:147-148). 
It is perhaps illustrative to consider Marx’s (1988 [1870]:474-475) account of the role of Irish 
labour in England in the late-19th century: 
 
‘All industrial and commercial centres in England now have a working class divided into 
two hostile camps, English proletarians and Irish proletarians. The ordinary English 
worker hates the Irish worker as a competitor who forces down the standard of life. In 
relation to the Irish worker, he feels himself to be a member of the ruling nation and, 
therefore, makes himself a tool of his aristocrats and capitalists against Ireland, thus 
strengthening their domination over himself. He harbours religious, social and national 
prejudices against him. 
This antagonism is kept artificially alive and intensified by the press, the pulpit, the 
comic papers, in short by all the means at the disposal of the ruling class.’ 
 
Marx here spells out the contours of the ideological structure that creates the fiction that 
immigration is a question of national division. Marx argues that apparent divisions between so-
called native and non-native workers are fantastical, serving to manage class struggle exacerbated 
by the presence of non-native workers. However, one aspect of this situation that Marx does not 
explicitly flesh out is that this antagonism does not solve the problem of class struggle but merely 
channels it into another form. 
Here we would like to emphasise that we do not build our argument around the claim that 
migration and migrant workers cause the suppression of wages for the resident workforce. This is 
a contested and controversial claim both in academic scholarship and the political mobilisation 
around migration (see, for example, Wilson, 2017; Financial Times, 2018; Portes, 2019). For us what 
is important here is to distil Marx’s conceptualisation of ‘industrial reserve army’ and ‘surplus 
population’ within the framework he laid out while bearing in mind that wage is a form of 
appearance of value in capitalist society. This means, on the one hand, that the ideological 
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construct of scapegoating migrants as the source of wage cuts should be challenged with the clear 
assertion that the culprit is capital accumulation. On the other hand, this approach challenges the 
efficacy of the mobilisation of workers’ struggles solely around the surface appearance of wage-
form that diminishes the establishment of solidarity between resident and migrant workers. 
Marx does not develop a comprehensive account of the management of labour-power and 
surplus populations – an absence commented upon by a number of scholars (Denning 2010:80; 
Lebowitz 2003:48-49; Harvey 1982:163; Merrill, 2011: 1548). This is the result, in large part, of 
Marx’s limited systematic conceptualization of the state-form and its role within capitalist society. 
Particularly, Marx did not assess in depth the role of unpaid, invisibilised labour in its various forms 
and the continual expansion of the ‘unpaid part of the working day’ in the surplus value production 
and capital accumulation (Federici, 2004: 115; Dinerstein, 2002: 213)5. This process indeed went 
hand in hand with the expropriation of peasants from the commons in Europe and colonial 
expansion and expropriation outside Europe, deepening the gendered, racial, geographical 
inequalities, asymmetries, conflicts and alienation within the global working class (Federici, 2004: 
68; Fanon, 2004 [1961]: 27, 57; Merrill, 2011; Boatca, 2015;Rajaram, 2018: 628). 
 
From this viewpoint, primitive accumulation has been a universal process in every 
phase of capitalist development. Not accidentally, its original historical exemplar has 
sedimented strategies that, in different ways, have been re-launched in the face of 
every major capitalist crisis, serving to cheapen the cost of labor and to hide the 
exploitation of women and colonial subjects (Federici, 2004: 16-17) 
 
 Recent scholarship at the intersection of critical political economy, global labour history and 
migration studies emphasizes the presence of multiple forms of labour and its commodification 
beyond ‘free waged’ labour in light of contemporary processes of informalisation and precarisation 
(van der Linden, 2001; 2004; 2012: 64; Roth, 2010; Mezzadra and Neilsen, 2013: 85; Ferguson and 
McNally, 2015; LeBaron and Phillips, 2019). This process is increasingly called a process of ‘global 
proletarianisation’ marked by de-industrialisation and casualisation in the advanced capitalist 
centres, mass migration, mass poverty and the shadow economy as well as subsistence farming, 
remittances as a means of survival and livelihood in migrant sending countries and the emergence 
of a new industrial working class within the capitalist periphery with complex articulations of class, 
gender and race (Roth, 2010: 218-227; Bhambra, 2017: 227; De Haas, 2005, 2012; Le De et. al., 
2015).  
The so-called law of the self-regulating market by no means determines the 
aforementioned process. Rather, the state actively steps in to monitor and regulate the expansion 
and contraction of the relative surplus population within and across borders through a series of 
tools and techniques, one aspect of which is generally referred to as immigration policy (Apostolova, 
2015; Mezzadra and Neilsen, 2012: 68-9). In this light the next section will consider the origins of 
the state, the institution tasked with managing the various contradictions that beset the capitalist 
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mode of production. One of the key tasks in this regard is the management of the peculiar 
commodity of labour-power within and outside the borders of the state. 
 
The State and the Depoliticisation of Immigration Policy 
The long, contested and violent process of the transformation from feudal to capitalist society led 
to the formal territorialisation of the state itself: the creation and formalization of the state’s 
specific borders and boundaries, within which the central government could lay claim to absolute 
sovereignty (Cantat, 2016: 13-4). 
The state has historically conditioned national and territorial characteristics. The territorial 
nature of the capitalist state therefore creates conditions for the existence of cross-border 
migration in its contemporary form (Cole, 2016: 261-2). The territorial boundaries of the state have 
been justified according to a nationalist ideology, which historically developed a racist character, 
particularly among European states, also providing justification for imperial expansion (Fanon, 
2004 [1961]: 5, 53; Benson and Lewis, 2019). The value of this ideological framework was to justify 
and sustain capitalist society and its transformation of the old feudal order. 
The transformation of feudal society into capitalist society also necessitated the 
transformation of how this new society would be governed. Uniquely, capitalism distinguishes 
between political and economic aspects of society: the public and contestable realm of politics and 
a civic and apparently non-political realm of economy and private intercourse. Therefore the state 
is a product of the differentiated political and economic forms of social life, masquerading as 
capitalist society’s political form. As such, the rest of society – consigned to an apolitical, civic realm 
– has lost its political character. However, this differentiation is mere appearance – it is a fantastical 
aspect of the nature of capitalist social relations. This reproduction of social relations in fetishized, 
fantastical form, Holloway and Picciotto (1991: 114) argue, is an essential part of perpetuating class 
domination. Our global society is often understood as an ‘aggregation of compartmentalised units’ 
whereas it is in fact ‘a single system in which state power is allocated between territorial entities’ 
(Picciotto, 1991: 217).  
As such, the distinction between politics and economics is a consequence of – and also 
permits – the exploitative and crisis-prone nature of capitalist society. While the state-form of 
these social relations propagates the formal equality of citizens, it simultaneously hides the 
violence and exploitation that takes place in the economic sphere. However, the perennial and 
inherent crises of capitalism make it difficult to sustain this view in perpetuity. The state therefore 
develops strategies of depoliticisation – attempts to distance the political character of decision-
making from their consequences – simply because it cannot solve the inherent problems of a 
contradictory society.  
As noted in the introduction, the study of depoliticization in British politics has tended to 
focus on economic policymaking (Burnham 2001, Kettell 2004, Rogers 2009; 2012). This literature 
has considered a variety of cases, including the role of gender in appointing Mark Carney as 
Governor of the Bank of England (Clarke & Roberts 2014), post-war strategies of imperialism 
(Sutton 2017), and credit control deregulation by the Heath government (Copley 2017). Moreover, 
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there has been considerable work undertaken on the failures of depoliticization as a governing 
strategy (Kettell 2008; Warner 2019). Numerous authors have sought to typologise depoliticization 
using various formulae (Burnham 2014; Flinders & Buller 2006; Wood & Flinders 2014).  
The generally accepted view, however, is that depoliticisation helps to insulate the 
governing authorities from being held accountable or taking responsibility for their actions, and 
also transforms a political – or potentially social – crisis into a question of mere technical 
management. Moreover, by confining policy within an apparently ‘external’ regime, a strategy of 
depoliticisation can appear to constrain the future direction of policy, thus conditioning the 
expectations and behavior of both capital and labour (Kettell 2004:26). However, nothing can be 
truly depoliticized – it can only appear to be. It is, as Burnham (2014:191) notes, ‘an institutional 
illusion’ and therefore comprehending the nature of the political form of capitalist society rests on 
being able to decipher its origins in the material basis of production (Marx 1971 [1859]:20). 
Extant scholarship on strategies of depoliticization has not substantively engaged with the 
phenomenon of migration or policies of immigration.6 Moreover, as noted earlier in this paper, the 
politicization of migration has become a generally observable global phenomenon in recent years 
(Van der Brug et al. 2015). However, the relationship between depoliticization and immigration has 
heretofore been unexplored. While scholarship on British immigration policy has noted that the 
issue of immigration has come to and from the fore of domestic politics and largely investigated its 
impact on the latter in party political and public opinion terms (Messina, 2001; Geddes, 2014), it has 
not sought to understand this in terms of strategies of depoliticization embedded within the 
contradictions at the heart of the management of gendered, racialized and bordered capitalist 
social relations in distinct territorialities (Layton-Henry 1992; Hansen 2000; Geddes and Scholten, 
2016; Goodwin & Milazzo 2017). 
The fundamental crisis-ridden feature of capital accumulation that leads to 
overaccumulation and overproduction requires regular interventions by state managers to impose 
market discipline on capital as well as labour in a number of policy areas.  Against this background, 
we confine ourselves to the question of how the particular role of the territorially bounded state-
form strives to regulate and discipline migration as well as migrant/refugee and resident 
populations in its attempt to manage the inherently conflict-ridden social relations through 
immigration policy in the UK context. A key component, Cantat (2016: 13-5) argues, is the 
production of political subjectivities that are deemed acceptable and illegitimate and imposition of 
binary categories of citizen/non-citizen, national/foreigner and inside/outside. It produces on the 
one hand the ‘political refugee’ and on the other hand the ‘economic migrant’ as undesirables 
(Apostolova, 2016). Apostolova (2016: 34) exposes the use of this discursive violence for capital 
accumulation and domination in material terms. Such a separation forces migrants reaching 
European shores to demonstrate which type they belong to – those escaping ‘political’ violence or 
‘economic’ troubles (ibid.). This strategy, perpetuated by states themselves, reproduces the 
economic domain, market, as though it were free of violence and results in the introduction of 
separate policies for the two migrant groups as well as hostility in public discourse and opinion 
(Apostolova, 2014; 2016: 36, 47). 
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Therefore the migrant surplus populations are positioned on the border of the 
economic/political distinction as they experience two forms of capitalist exploitation and violence 
simultaneously and on an everyday basis: economic violence in the sphere of production and the 
political violence of the state as they are often deprived of the formal equality of citizenship rights 
(see also Cole, 2016). As a result the migrants’ encounter with capitalism has the potential to 
unapologetically expose the latter’s often mystified exploitative class character.  
This process is also coupled with the management of ‘undesirable’ populations within the 
borders of the states. As Rajaram (2016:5) notes with reference to the case of Hungary:  
 
‘The governing of migration is not separate from domestic political and social processes 
but rather an outcome of these. Declarations of states of exception are means by which 
a surplus population is outlined at the edges of the nation-state, and point to ongoing 
processes of cultivating surplus and unproductive populations at the core. There is, in 
other words, a dialectical relationship between the management of a supposedly 
troublesome internal population, like the Roma, and that of an externalized population 
of migrants and refugees. There is a ready slippage between those narratives that 
pillory migrants and those that attack troublesome domestic populations.’ 
 
In this respect, Mezzadra and Neilsen (2012:64) specifically refer to ‘practices of border 
reinforcing’ employed by the state as the key mechanism and tool by which these strategies are 
employed. However, they also point out that these practices are continuously challenged by 
‘practices of border crossing’ and necessarily involve ‘multifarious struggles and tensions’ between 
the two (ibid.; see also Apostolova, 2016; Cantat, 2016; Silverman, 2012). The difficulty of the 
management of labour-power from the viewpoint of state managers and the potentials it opens up 
from the viewpoint of class/border struggles due to the unique character of this commodity as we 
have outlined in the previous section should be highlighted here. Mezzadra and Neilsen (2013: 263-
4) emphasise that the ‘bearer of labor power can never be fully identified with the commodified 
form of that same labor power’ and that it is a ‘form of power that exceeds, and in a certain sense 
precedes, processes of discipline and control, dispossession and exploitation’. 
In this contested landscape, we identify two contemporary techniques identified by 
Mezzadra and Neilsen (2013) in managing and controlling migration that we could assess under the 
‘depoliticisation-repoliticisation’ framework. Firstly, and most commonly in the British case, the 
externalisation of the management of migration beyond the territorial borders of the nation-state. 
Such as involving third countries in border regimes in order to control mobility before it reaches the 
border of the state in question, or through visa regimes and deportation procedures with third 
countries, or even and especially the invocation of processes of globalization or regionalisation. 
Secondly, the highly technocratic points-based system in which states specify a set of criteria 
through which prospective migrants are selected in terms of their degree of suitability to enter a 
particular economic, political, territorial space, deciding firmly who ‘deserves’ to get in and who has 
10	
	
to be left out (ibid.: 68-69). It is within this broad framework we shall position the British experience 
with Brexit and the (de)politicisation of immigration in the following section. 
 
Post-War Governing Strategy and Immigration (1945 – 1992) 
As Burnham (2001:127) notes, successive British governments have been ‘unable to solve the 
fundamental problems that beset the British economy (the relative productivity problem, the 
decline of the staple industries, recurrent inflationary pressure, the ‘boom and bust’ cycle)’. It is 
against this backdrop that we wish to set the political economy of British immigration policy. 
The British Nationality Act 1948 initially permitted large-scale immigration into Britain from 
anywhere in the British Empire and Commonwealth territories (British Nationality Act, 1948: 
Chapter 56, Part I and II). Given the needs of the British economy in the immediate post-war period, 
this was to increase the availability of labour in general to fill specific gaps in the labour market 
caused by the manifold effects of the Second World War and high levels of post-war emigration 
(Drewry et al 2004:201; Spencer 1996:32-33).7 Britain used its imperial position among 
Commonwealth countries to support these goals: migrants were often highly skilled professionals, 
the labour of whom the British state deprived poorer Commonwealth countries (Tomlinson 
2003:220). Although the 1948 Act enabled British imperial subjects to work in the UK without a 
visa, it was never intended to enable large-scale inward migration. British state managers, both 
Labour and Conservative, were consistently hostile to so-called ‘new’ Commonwealth immigration 
and uneasy about the 1948 Act for racist reasons of their own and the electorate’s own racist 
reaction (Hansen 2000:5; Miles 1986:74; James 2004:369-373). Indeed, Carter et. al. (1987:1) note 
that the Labour Government set up a Cabinet Committee in 1950 to identify means of limiting 
immigration of ‘coloured people from the British colonial territories’. 
As Shilliam (2018:92-4) notes, the growth of a non-white population in the UK had 
contributed substantially to growing racial tensions.8 By 1961, a poll suggested that up to 73% of 
the British public favoured increased immigration controls for ‘coloured colonial immigrants’ 
(Small & Solomos 2006:243 cited in Shilliam 2018:93). As a consequence of the political tension 
surrounding non-white immigration, the Conservative government passed the 1962 
Commonwealth Immigrants Act. The Commonwealth Immigrants Act 1962 (Chapter 21, Part I and 
II) curtailed this movement of immigrants substantially by introducing new controls and work 
permits, removing the freedom by which – especially non-white – citizens of the Commonwealth 
or British Empire could move to or work in Britain.9 British state managers sought to restrict 
immigration due to highly racist popular attitudes to non-white migrants and fears for social 
cohesion (Spencer 1997:155). Imperial relationships had been used in this endeavor too, with British 
politicians applying pressure within the Commonwealth to discourage non-white migration in an 
attempt to circumvent the 1948 Act; however, this was not always successful (James 2004:369). 
Drawing on archival sources, Carter et. al. (1987:2) document these ‘covert, and sometimes illegal, 
administrative measures’ instituted by both Labour and Conservative governments as early as 
195210. Ultimately the 1962 Act sought to provide a clear legislative answer to the problem of an 
increasingly politicised immigration situation (Spencer 1996:38).11 
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While Harold Macmillan famously remarked in 1957 that controlling inflation was ‘the 
problem of our time’, inflation had in fact been kept relatively well controlled below 10% since the 
end of the War. Post-war net immigration to the UK had been in positive figures until the 
Commonwealth Immigrants Act in 1962, which had contributed to keeping inflation low (Layton-
Henry 1992:67. One feature of this legislation was to distinguish formally between white and non-
white Commonwealth citizens – something that the 1948 British Nationalities Act had failed to do 
– and permitted entry only to Commonwealth citizens who had received an employment voucher 
from the Ministry of Labour (Gordon 1985:15; Shilliam 2018:94). Nevertheless, by the end of the 
1960s, inflation was creeping up and by the early-1970s had reached nearly 25%. However, 
successive governments – both Conservative and Labour – were unwilling to relax immigration 
controls due to the highly politicised nature of immigration into Britain and, hence, the electoral 
unpopularity of this position (Spencer 1997:134).  
The 1964 General Election saw immigration become a major electoral issue, with both 
parties taking a hardline on immigration. The subsequent Labour government introduced even 
tighter controls on immigration by substantially reducing the number of available employment 
vouchers and ending the availability of unskilled work vouchers completely (Gordon 1985:16). The 
1968 Commonwealth Immigrants Act further limited non-white immigration by requiring a 
migrant to prove that they had one parent or grandparent who had been born in Britain (ibid.:95; 
Bhambra 2017:221; Spencer 1997:136). The Heath government passed the Immigration Act 1971 
hoping to ‘capitalise on the popularity of stricter immigration controls’ (Spencer 1997:144). The 
Immigration Act 1971 legalised immigration detention and granted discretionary and exclusive 
powers to immigration officers and the secretary of state to give/refuse leave to enter and remain 
respectively (Silverman, 2012: 1138). 1973 saw Britain join the EEC, committing the British state to 
freedom of movement between member states. However, ‘new’ Commonwealth immigration 
remained a highly politicised issue with both Labour and Conservative parties eager to exploit the 
subject for electoral gain (ibid.:147). As such, as Somerville (2007:20) notes, the general direction 
of immigration policy was restrictive with Britain’s membership of the EEC providing the ‘major 
exception’ to this general trend.12 As Bhambra (2017: 221) notes, through 1962, 1968 and 1971 
Immigration Acts ‘people who came as citizens were gradually turned into immigrants’. 
Official British migration statistics, estimated from the International Passenger Survey by 
the Office for National Statistics (ONS) remain questionable in terms of accuracy.13 However, these 
official statistics record static net migration levels until the mid-1990s (Drewry et al. 2004:202) but 
show  substantial increase from 1997 onwards due to an apparent increase in non-EU migration 
(ONS 2017; Vargas-Silva and Sumption, 2018: 4).  
 Historically, therefore, British post-war immigration policy sought to manage the 
unsolvable dilemma between social cohesion and sustaining economic growth by keeping a tighter 
grip on certain aspects of migration flows (non- EU migration, refugees and asylum seekers and 
irregular migrants) while inserting arm’s length control over others (EU migration) (Miles 1986:56; 
Geddes, 2005: 729-737). In fulfilling this obligation, in this instance, in trying to provide an ample 
supply of labour for the needs of capitalist production, the nationalist ideology of the capitalist 
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territorial state was challenged. This trend was visible in the legislation of 1948 Act and EEC 
membership in 1973 which introduced a certain degree of free movement of labour into territorial 
borders. However, in not providing that ample supply of labour – with successive governments 
seeking to benefit from exploiting that nationalist ideology for short-term electoral gains – one key 
tool for managing labour and sustaining accumulation was made unusable (Miles 1986:79). The 
examples of this tendency were visible in the rolling back of the more open immigration legislation 
highlighted in this section. British state managers, as Bulpitt (1996:225) notes, pursued governing 
strategies and employed ‘supportive manipulative techniques to ensure, as far as possible, that 
they achieve their crude, subsistence-level objectives’. As such, governing autonomy on this issue 
was diminished. This is a view echoed by James (2004:370) in that the interests of Britain’s colonies, 
and former colonies, were always subordinated to the short-term political goals of British state 
managers at any given time.   
 
Immigration, Globalisation and Depoliticisation (1992 – 2010) 
The foundation of immigration policy did not significantly change  in the early-1990s but did shift 
its focus, a consequence of its increasing international significance (Harvey 1999:33; Layton-Henry 
1992:235). While the 1971 Immigration Act remained the foundation for British policy, the focus of 
the Major government’s immigration policy became asylum-seekers and how best to control their 
entry and integration into British territory. This was in part due to the increasing number of arrivals 
of asylum seekers in the 1980s (Silverman, 2012: 1138). The 1993 Asylum and Immigration Appeals 
Act created an accelerated asylum appeals procedure under detention by-passing UK’s 
commitments to Geneva Convention regulations (ibid.).  
 One of the goals of New Labour’s economic strategy was to transform the UK labour market 
into a highly flexible one that enabled increased employment during conditions of growth and high 
unemployment during periods of recession (Hay 2009:472). One of the key means of constructing 
this particular labour market was immigration policy. This policy was to encourage economic 
migration to Britain, while at the same time seeking to restrict successful asylum applications and 
undocumented migration and creating hierarchies between these migrant groups (Somerville 
2007:3). As Silverman (2012: 1138) notes, New Labour had ‘inherited a backlog of unresolved 
asylum applications’ by the time it came to power. Over the course of a decade, Labour 
governments produced two White Papers on asylum policy (1998 and 2002) and passed five 
Immigration and Asylum Acts in 1999, 2002, 2004, 2006 and 2009 (ibid.: 1138-40; Home Office, 
2019). Together they legislated and consolidated the detention practices of asylum seekers 
awaiting first decisions on their claims, removed welfare provisions for the families of failed asylum 
seekers and extended detention and policing powers of immigration and border officers (ibid.: 
1139). As both Fekete (2001:24) and Squire (2005:52) note, New Labour’s central policy of 
‘deterrence’ towards asylum seekers was consonant with a resurgent racism in British society.  The 
tightening of asylum policy went hand in hand with increased liberalization of immigration policy 
for select migrant groups. New Labour sought to have their cake and eat it: by loosening 
restrictions on migration to the UK for economic reasons, they could reap the economic benefits; 
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meanwhile, tightening asylum policy allowed the government a rhetorical cover for electoral 
purposes, permitting them to claim they were tough on immigration. The main framing device for 
New Labour’s presentation of the immigration issue was globalization, thus transforming policy 
choices into apparently necessary, externally-imposed realities deriving from the erosion of state 
power, market imperatives, and the desire for market credibility and the appearance of governing 
competence (Watson & Hay 2002; Flinders and Buller, 2006; for the pragmatic adoption of 
restrictive EU policies on asylum and immigration by the UK governments via opt-ins, see Geddes, 
2005: 732-7).  
Barbara Roche, the Minister for Asylum and Immigration, outlined New Labour’s approach 
to immigration to the Institute for Public Policy Research in September 2000. In this speech, Roche 
(2000) linked clearly changes to the global economy to the need for a more open immigration 
policy, arguing that ‘our economy is part of a global system that is becoming ever more tightly 
integrated… and international migration is a central feature of this global system’. She continued 
by stating that skill shortages were now emerging in the British economy and that Britain was ‘in 
competition for the brightest and best talents – the entrepreneurs, the scientists, the high 
technology specialists who make the global economy tick’. In May 2001, however, the Labour Party 
Manifesto pledged to evict 30,000 failed asylum seekers from the country by 2004 (Guardian 2001).  
In 2001, a Home Office report (2001:vii-viii) stated that factors leading to immigration were 
a consequence of globalization and ‘therefore not likely to reverse. Migration may therefore be on 
a secular upward trend. Indeed, over the medium to longer term, migration pressures will intensify 
across Europe as a whole as a result of demographic changes… There is considerable support for 
the view that migrants create new businesses and jobs and fill labour market gaps, improving 
productivity and reducing inflationary pressures’. This representation of increased migration as a 
consequence of globalization presents the considered policy choices made by the New Labour 
government as a necessary consequence of apparently external forces. As Piven (1995:108) 
observed, New Labour’s presentation of globalization therefore becomes ‘a political force helping 
to create the institutional realities it purportedly merely describes’. 
Immigration, though, remained a highly politicized issue (Dustmann et al. 2010:2-3). 
According to Ipsos MORI public opinion surveys, key issues of public concern were National Health 
Service, education, common market and EU between 1997 and 2001. However, defense, foreign 
affairs and terrorism as well as race relations and immigration demonstrated a secular upward 
trend from early 2000s onwards, which illustrate the securitisation of the race and immigration 
issue under the shadow of 9/11 and 7/7 attacks. Eventually, race relations/immigration became the 
most important issue for the respondents in 2006 and 2007 (Ipsos MORI, 2006; 2014). In a 2004 
speech, Tony Blair, fearful of the growing politicization of immigration, reiterated the logic of no 
alternative to the Confederation of British Industry: 
  
‘In a world of global interdependence our policies on migration cannot be isolated from 
our policies on international development or EU enlargement… This should not 
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become a party-political issue. That would do real damage to national cohesion. It is 
above all an issue to deal with, not exploit.’ 
 
The 2005 General Election saw the Conservatives’ campaign on an immigration platform, 
with the Party even proposing to withdraw from the 1951 United Nations Convention on Refugees 
(Bale 2008:326). This was not an idea completely at odds with the political atmosphere. As Blair 
(2010:523) recalled, ‘the Tories had one good issue to beat us with: immigration.’ Blair portrays the 
issue as if this were only a question of undocumented migration; however, he does make a 
noteworthy remark about the impact of immigration: ‘The truth is that immigration, unless 
properly controlled, can cause genuine tensions, put a strain on limited resources and provide a 
sense in the areas into which migrants come in large numbers that the community has lost control 
of its own future’ (ibid.523-524). However, again, this is placed solely in terms of the question of 
asylum seekers and undocumented migration14 while managed migration through the points-
based system (PBS) increased under New Labour ensuring the continual filtering and entry of the 
so-called ‘deserving’, ‘desirable’ migrants into the UK in line with the skills needs of the economy 
(Geddes, 2005).  
The opportunity presented by the enlargements of the EU in 2004 and 2007 was too good 
to miss. Jack Straw recalled of the 2004 enlargement and his role in lifting provisional restrictions 
on the accession countries, ‘we thought that it would be good for Britain if these folk could come 
and work here’ (Guardian 2013). While the final figures of A8 migration to Britain were higher than 
expected, the economic basis for lifting restrictions had been carefully considered by the 
Treasury.15 Wright (2010:165-166) points out that the Treasury was convinced – and had managed 
to convince the rest of government – that the supply of labour was shrinking and that this was likely 
to lead to increased inflation and erode growth. As such, eschewing transitional controls on the 
accession countries ‘would allow the economy to further grow without wage inflation’ (ibid.:165). 
The policy of New Labour, then, was to use immigration policy as a tool to manage the 
competitiveness of Britain within the global economy; however, the consequences of this were 
increasingly problematic in a political sense. 
As demonstrated above, New Labour sought to depoliticise immigration using the logic of 
no alternative, invoking globalization and the technical language of the requirements of the 
economy (Flinders and Buller, 2006: 313). Along these lines, Migration Advisory Committee (MAC), 
an independent, non-statutory public body was established in 2007 and tasked with advising the 
government on migration and shortage occupation related issues.16 Moreover, there were also 
attempts to incorporate border-reinforcing practices as highlighted earlier (Mezzadra and Nielsen, 
2012; 2013) through the rules-based management of immigration policy with the introduction of 
PBS in 2008, in an effort to remove the discretionary nature – and political character – of existing 
immigration policy. Gordon Brown (2010) again emphasized the market logic of globalisation in a 





‘By controlling immigration for a fairer Britain - by investing in the skills of our own 
workforce, we can ensure the flexibility for our businesses to secure the highly skilled 
migrants they need while continuing to maintain control of net inward migration. Or 
we can opt for an arbitrary and unworkable quota - and deny our businesses the skills 
they need, damaging our competitiveness and threatening the future of British 
businesses. This is the practical choice people must make’ 
 
However, this rhetoric was increasingly unsuccessful. Between 2003 and 2007, immigration 
had become one of the top three issues in British politics (Somerville 2007:1; Ipsos MORI, 2006). 
Between 2008 and 2013 the economy became the top issue of concern for the British public 
continuously and by a large margin in comparison with other rivalling issue areas (Ipsos MORI, 
2014). Nevertheless it was accompanied consistently with immigration and unemployment as the 
second and third most important issues (ibid.; see also Balch and Balabanova, 2016). By 2010, 
immigration had become the key issue on which the Labour party was failing (Bale et al 2011:405; 
Dunleavy 2012:7). Indeed, it was a more serious failing of the Labour Party for the electorate than 
the state of the economy and was a major reason for voters choosing against the Labour Party in 
the 2010 General Election (Ford & Somerville 2010:13). As Peter Mandelson (2010:536) recalled, 
‘Not only was immigration at the top of many voters’ list of concerns, it spoke directly to their sense 
of fairness and unfairness’. Mandelson (ibid.:561) himself linked immigration to Labour’s failure in 
the election: ‘In our final years of office, when economic times were tough, too many voters 
thought that while they were working hard and paying their dues, the government was working for 
others: bankers, immigrants, benefit recipients, or those we were helping in far-off foreign 
conflicts.’ Indeed, this was an aspect of Labour’s governing strategy that the Conservative Party 
sought to exploit for electoral purposes in the run up to the 2010 General Election (Bale et al 
2011:402). This Election saw the formation of the Coalition government and another shift in the 
presentation of the issue of immigration. Immigration was to become increasingly framed in terms 
of the state’s powerlessness to control EU migration in an effort to displace the responsibility for 
the failures in economic management in the post-2008 crisis context17. 
 
Europe, Politicisation and Brexit (2010 – present) 
From 2007, the Conservative opposition’s rhetoric on immigration became much tougher (Bale et 
al.2011:402; Partos & Bale 2015:179). Moreover, during talks over the formation of the Coalition 
government, the Conservative Party treated immigration as a non-negotiable aspect of the 
Conservative manifesto (Bale et al 2011:406; Conservative Manifesto, 2010: 21). In other words, the 
rhetoric of being tough on immigration was not something on which the Conservative leadership 
was willing to compromise. 
The effects of the Financial Crisis led the Bank of England to keep interest rates at a then-
record low level of 0.5% from 2009 until 2016 in order to stimulate economic growth and to sustain 
confidence in the banking sector. An anticipated consequence of this low rate was increased 
inflation. As such, the new Coalition government remained committed to an open immigration 
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policy and a flexible labour force. The Coalition government’s stated aim following their election in 
2010 was to reduce net migration to the ‘tens of thousands’. However, net migration figures, which 
continued informing government policy and were a key public indicator of such despite accuracy 
problems, had not demonstrated the desired results after one year of being in office (ONS 2012).18 
Given that the Coalition government continued a managed open immigration policy, two 
strategies were employed to distance the political consequences of this policy from the governing 
authorities. Firstly, the Coalition government sustained a tough rhetoric on immigration 
throughout its five years in office but especially early on. David Cameron (2011), in a 2011 speech, 
made a ‘no ifs, no buts’ commitment to lower immigration, stating ‘I believe controlling 
immigration and bringing it down is of vital importance to the future of our country’ and pledged 
to ‘reduce net migration to the levels we saw in the 1980s and 1990s.’ In a 2012 speech to the Policy 
Exchange, Theresa May (2012) declared ‘After years of mass immigration, we now face the 
enormous task of building an integrated, cohesive society. Allowing more and more immigration 
would make that impossible’. In these speeches, both Cameron and May emphasise the 
importance of reducing non-EU migration. 
In contrast to the 1992-2010 period where there were 48 individual policy and legislative 
changes affecting immigration policy, there have been 129 of such changes between 2010 and June 
2019 (Home Office 2019). In substantive policy terms, the Coalition government introduced the 
‘hostile environment’ policy in 2012 which purportedly set out to identify and reduce the number 
of immigrants ‘with no right to remain’ with the majority of these measures legislated in the 
Immigration Acts 2014 and later 2016 (Partos & Bale 2015:173).  Further efforts included driving 
vans around the country adorned with anti-immigration slogans, a commitment from then-Home 
Secretary Theresa May to withdraw from the European Convention on Human Rights, and David 
Cameron’s attempt to make it more difficult for EU migrants to claim benefits in the UK. This latter 
attempt at curtailing so-called ‘benefit tourism’ became a key part of Cameron’s attempt to 
renegotiate the terms of Britain’s membership of the EU prior to the 2016 referendum. While the 
hostile environment institutionalised and normalised various policing and reporting practices of so-
called ‘illegal’ migrants not only by the Home Office but also by the NHS, schools and universities, 
banks and landlords, they have gradually impacted on those with the right to remain in the UK (BBC 
2013a; Guardian 2012).19 As a result of this set of policies, the Conservative Party’s reputation for 
competence on immigration had diminished substantially by the 2015 General Election while the 
significance of immigration as an electoral issue had only risen (Partos & Bale 2015:180). 
 Secondly, following criticism of the Government’s efforts to reduce net migration figures, 
the blame for the government’s apparent impotence to change immigration policy was laid firmly 
at the door of the EU, shifting the government’s rhetoric away from non-EU migration to EU 
migration. The EU was a particularly useful entity in terms of its depoliticizing role for state 
management (Flinders and Buller, 2006). Its apparent externality – as an ‘international’ actor 
removed from the traditional role of the state – grants it a greater apolitical quality. British state 
managers were thus able to capitalize on this more distant – and hence more convincing – form of 
depoliticisation of immigration policy. As Burnham (2001:134) notes, ‘the stronger (and more 
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distant) the set of ‘rules’, the greater maneuverability the state will achieve, increasing the 
likelihood of attaining objectives’. 
 Linking immigration to the British state’s membership of the EU had been a sustained part 
of both Coalition and Conservative governments’ strategy following the failure of both 
governments to meet their pledges to reduce immigration figures (Roos 2018). This strategy 
became more pronounced in the run-up to the 2015 General Election as the issue of immigration 
became more pertinent to the electorate. As Partos & Bale (2015:180) note, as the Conservative’s 
rhetoric on immigration became tougher, the issue itself only became more pressing to the wider 
public (for the media coverage and salience of the issue before and during the EU Referendum see 
Allen, 2016; Moore and Ramsay, 2017). In August 2014, the deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg 
(2014) argued that net migration should be reduced and, in order to do so, ‘the way freedom of 
movement works should change’. In November 2014, following a similar but more Eurosceptic line, 
David Cameron (2014) criticised New Labour’s rhetoric on immigration by saying that immigration 
was not a universal benefit, nor a necessary consequence of globalisation. Cameron instead made 
the claim that non-EU net migration had been brought down by a quarter while the government’s 
office of statistics recorded an increase (ONS 2017).20 Cameron (2014), however, sought to shift the 
debate to the large number of EU migrants coming to Britain, saying ‘when trust in the EU is already 
so low, we cannot afford to leave injustices like this to fester.’ In a speech to the Conservative Party 
conference, Theresa May (2015) stated ‘The numbers coming from Europe are unsustainable and 
the rules have to change’. The 2015 party manifesto directly connected the issue of migration to 
the EU, emphasised the issue of EU migration explicitly as a core concern (an element which was 
absent in the 2010 Manifesto) and established causality between the government’s failure to cut 
overall annual net migration in the 2010-14 period and more EU migrants coming to the UK for 
economic reasons (Conservative Party Manifesto, 2015: 29-31, 72-3). 
That immigration was the driving force behind the Leave vote in the 2016 EU Referendum 
is an uncontroversial claim (Goodwin and Milazzo 2017; Portes 2016). In fact, the issue of 
immigration had become closely linked to the question of EU membership well prior to 2016 
(Partos & Bale 2015:172; Clarke et al. 2017). This has been linked to the growth in popularity of the 
UK Independence Party (UKIP), which had substantially undermined electoral support for both 
Conservative and Labour parties, becoming the third largest party by share of the vote in the 2015 
General Election and winning its first MP through the politicization of immigration and Britain’s 
membership of the EU (Goodwin and Milazzo 2015; Ford and Goodwin 2014; Partos & Bale 2015). 
Moreover, immediately prior to the 2015 election, two Conservative MPs had defected to UKIP. It 
is in this context of the increasing politicization of both immigration and the EU that David 
Cameron committed to holding a referendum on Britain’s membership of the EU, in the now-
infamous Bloomberg speech in January 2013. 
 Noteworthy in the literature is a general failure to distinguish between EU migration – 
which the British state was legally unable to manage directly – and non-EU migration – of which 
the state has always held complete control (see, for example, Bale 2015:180). Recent scholarship 
on EU immigration and Brexit does note, however, that the British state had the option to place a 
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moratorium on free movement from the 2004 accession countries (see for example, Parker 2017; 
Goodwin & Milazzo 2017; Thompson 2017:5) but does not seem to consider therefore that the 
decision not to was a deliberate and strategic one by the British state. Thompson (2017:5) notes 
that this decision ‘weakened the basis of domestic political support for Britain’s EU membership’ 
but this does not translate into recognition that the EU was used as a means to depoliticize an 
immigration policy that had been an intentional aspect of British state management since the mid-
1990s (for an exception, see Geddes, 2005). It is also significant to note that the depoliticizing effect 
of shifting the political character of decision-making on to the EU was also a simultaneous 
politicization of Britain’s membership of the EU. 
 While the Conservative Party won a slim majority in the 2015 General Election, this was won 
at the cost of politicizing Britain’s membership of the EU. The key consequence of this was that the 
2016 referendum campaign was fought in a political environment in which immigration, economic 
conditions and Britain’s membership of the European Union were closely linked. Following the 
success of leave.eu’s immigration-focused campaign, the official Leave campaign, ‘Vote Leave’, 
switched its own focus to immigration (BBC 2016a). This was highly successful and left the official 
Remain campaign’s focus on the technical, economic benefits of EU membership finding little 
purchase on the electorate (Cassidy 2016). Indeed, antipathy towards immigration among the 
British electorate was the strongest indication of opposition to Britain’s membership of the EU 
(Portes 2016:14; Vasilopoulou 2016).  
Having realized the economic benefits that can be derived from a more open immigration 
policy, Coalition and Conservative governments continued such a policy from 2010, despite tough 
rhetoric on immigration in general and hostile policies. Both governments sought to link 
immigration policy with EU membership as a means of displacing the political fallout from this 
strategy. As such, the British state did not try to control or restrict either EU or non-EU migration 
into the UK categorically but it systematically aspired to impose border-enforcing practices as 
highlighted by Mezzadra and Nielsen (2012, 2013) to filter ‘unwanted’ migrants (Geddes 2005: 724) 
regardless of their origins in line with the needs of capital accumulation. This policy was not forced 
upon the state by an external entity – despite repeated claims by state managers, echoed by 
journalists and academics – but the state has sought to blame the EU for a policy direction with a 
clear political-economic goal. 
 
Conclusion 
This paper has sought to contextualize Britain’s decision to exit the European Union in terms of the 
nature of capitalist society and the contingencies of governing Britain with specific reference to 
historic and contemporary immigration policy. The paper has drawn attention to three key 
elements of capitalist society that formed the conditions upon which we must understand Britain’s 
decision to leave the EU: the worker; the sundering of political and economic aspects of social life; 
and the formal territorialisation of the national state form and its attendant ideology. In situating 
our paper historically, we have sought to stress the highly contingent nature of current social 
circumstances. Firstly, capitalism itself is not an ideal type nor a consequence of some inherent 
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quality of human nature but a historically constituted form of social production (Marx 1976 
[1867]:179). Secondly, while conditioned by capitalist society, the direction of British governing 
strategy has remained under the control and is a consequence of the choices of key state managers. 
British immigration policy has consistently trodden a path between economic benefits and 
the political consequences of those benefits. As such, immigration policy has tended to be 
restrictive as British politicians sought to exploit the electoral benefits of this – generally racist – 
approach to immigration. In the immediate post-war period, Britain initially adopted a more open 
immigration policy to address serious labour shortages, using its status as an imperial power to this 
end. However, immigration quickly became a highly politicized issue and state managers did not 
have the governing autonomy to use immigration policy to act in the interests of capital-in-general. 
Once again, Britain used imperial relationships to further restrict immigration. Clearly other factors 
were involved in the underperformance of the British economy during the post-war period; 
however, with the labour supply limited, the British economy, prior to the 1990s, was beset by high 
wage growth, high inflation and low productivity compared to other G7 countries (ONS 2015). 
Successive immigration policies can best be understood in terms of Britain’s perennial governing 
problems (Burnham 2001:127). 
The central goal of Conservative governing strategy during the 1990s, following the 
catastrophe of Black Wednesday, was to bring down inflation and maintain it at a relatively low 
level (Kettell 2004:142). As highlighted by Geddes (2005), one means of achieving this – certainly 
in the later years of this government – was to increase levels of immigration into Britain in a 
controlled manner while simultaneously introducing stricter conditions and criteria to admit 
required skills and labour and limit other migrant groups such as asylum seekers and refugees. 
Following the election of New Labour in 1997, with net inwards migration levels already rising, the 
rhetoric of a stricter immigration policy remained intact. However, state managers set about 
substantially increasing levels of net inward migration and simultaneously institutionalising the 
points based system targeting non-EU migrants, immigration detention practices targeting asylum 
seekers and arm’s length control of migration related matters through the Migration Advisory 
Committee as well as cooperating with the EU strategically and selectively on the management of 
these diverse ‘unwanted’ migrants (Geddes, 2005). In this sense ‘open’ immigration policy was 
never truly open. 
The tension between workers can also become a problem for governing authorities. This 
tension, certainly in the post-war period, initially led the British state to prohibit large-scale 
migration to the UK – worsening economic conditions – and then to liberalise immigration controls 
– politicizing economic conditions and the issue of immigration. Recent governments, Labour, 
Conservative and Coalition, have sought to depoliticise the issue of immigration, invoking either 
globalization or the European Union. These strategies ultimately failed, contributing to the 
politicization of Britain’s membership of the European Union, the referendum on membership and 
the vote for Brexit.  
A notable conclusion from our approach to British immigration policy is the remarkable 
continuity and coherence between governments of the different parties on this issue. As such, 
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successive British governments’ governing strategies can be better understood not in terms of 
party politics or electoral results but in terms of the constraints placed on state management by 
global capital.21 As Bonefeld et al (1995:198) note, 
 
‘The struggle between the Labour Party and the Conservative Party is, to a great extent, 
a ritual conflict around symbols, which disguises a consensus between the parties on 
key policy areas. Any party in government is subject to the constraints presented by 
global financial markets, class struggle and Britain’s position in the world market. The 
means available to government to deal with these constraints are broadly similar’ 
 
 The politicisation of migration in the immediate post-war period in Britain and politicisation 
that we are witnessing today share a number of commonalities when it comes to the perpetual 
governing problems of the British political economy as highlighted earlier and the role of the state 
in the management of labour and class struggle. However, the scale of the movement of capital 
across borders and the degree of its confinement within the territorial borders of the nation-state 
reveal a number of differences shaping the politicisation dynamics between post-1945 and post-
2010 contexts. Given the relatively high degree of confinement of the capital circuit within the 
national territorial borders of the state until the late 1970s, politicisation of migration did not 
fundamentally endanger the accumulation and legitimation dynamics of the capitalist social 
relations as other governing ‘fixes’ in the management of labour and class struggle could be found 
elsewhere in social/welfare policies albeit in blatantly racist form (Bhambra, 2017: 221; Shilliam 
2018).  
In contrast, post-2010 politicisation of migration occurred in a context of extremely limited 
territorial control of state managers over capital, constraining the emergence of governing fixes in 
other policy areas (the resistance against the Corbynist social policy alternatives within the ranks 
of the British state and governing parties is a case in point). Therefore, one may argue that the 
durability and legitimacy of post-2010 politicisation dynamics are likely to be far more contested. 
The sequence of events leading to Britain’s decision to leave the EU offers an account of 
state managers seeking to avoid the political consequences of their own immigration policy by 
externalizing responsibility for those consequences. In this view, the question of migration – and 
the management of labour – for state managers is an unresolvable dilemma rooted in the 
inherently contradictory nature of capitalist social relations. Future British immigration policy will 
continue to be made under these conditions but has become highly politicized due to the failure of 
the depoliticizing move made by Coalition and Conservative politicians. Given the outcome of the 
referendum, governing autonomy will, with some sense of irony, be severely restricted to use 
immigration policy to manage labour in the future. 
 
1 Earlier drafts of this paper were presented at the 2017 IPEG Annual Workshop in Liverpool and the 3rd SVOC 
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labourers as such. Certainly, differential access to capital, resources, and means of production exists among migrants 
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3 This paper focuses on demystifying and exposing the agency of the British state and its strategies in ‘tackling’ the 
‘problem’ of migrants and migration. However the agency of migrants, ‘bearers’ of labour power, in challenging this 
politics of control and manipulation as part of contemporary class struggles and worker resistance are equally central 
in any comprehensive account of contested politics of migration (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013: 20; see also Dinerstein, 
2002). 
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